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Preparing Professionals: student teachers and their
supervisors at work
TREVOR GALE, Central Queensland University
CATHY JACKSON, Catholic Education Office, Sydney
ABSTRACT The first teaching experiences of student teachers have changed significantly in
Australia even during the last fifty years. One constant has been their involvement with a
supervisor, usually a practising teacher of experience. The importance attributed to this
supervisory relationship has waxed and waned over the years, but it is presently receiving
prominence as being the real place of learning for the novice teacher. This paper argues that
the apprenticeship model, with its emphasis on performance and product, is most prominent in
present supervisory conferences, despite being inappropriate for inducting student teachers into
teaching as a profession. The paper suggests that the development of professional teachers calls
for supervisory relationships which include discourses of critical reflection, rather than relation-
ships that are dominated by the techniques of teaching. Further, such relationships are seen as
professionally empowering for both student teachers and their supervisors.
Introduction
Since the mid-1980s Australia has witnessed the resurgence of a closer relationship
between economics and education. This is a relationship that has endeavoured to
reposition schooling as an instrument of economic management and which has engaged
school systems, teachers and teacher educators with issues such as a national curricu-
lum, competency-based assessment and student-performance standards—issues di-
rected at greater accountability, better articulation between school and work, that are
supportive of the nation's economic goals. The nature of teachers' work has also been
influenced by the devolution of decision making to the school level, while still being
constrained by the corporate plans of the schooling system in which teachers operate
(see Rizvi, 1993).
In all of this the voice of the Federal Government, with legislative responsibility for
the economic well being of Australia and funding responsibility for the universities
within which teacher-education courses are offered, has become increasingly
significant. Teacher education has also been charged to provide schools with teachers
who are better able to equip the country with the kind of educated workers that the
nation now needs. The Federal Department of Employment, Education and Training
(DEET) was vocal in alerting us to this need:
The strength of teacher education lies in its identification as a profession-
orientated enterprise. The need is for greater engagement with education,
with schools, with teaching and with the teaching profession. (DEET, 1989,
p. 199)
One current site of teacher education which incorporates these needs of engagement is
1359-866X/97/020177-15 © 1997 Australian Teacher Education Association
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the supervisory relationship between a supervising teacher and a student teacher. Our
interest as practising teacher educators and as researchers of teacher education is with
the nature of teacher professionalism and the extent to which supervision by experi-
enced teachers of student teachers promotes their professional development. This paper
reports on some preliminary research findings regarding such supervisory relationships
and the ideas that guided this research.
Relationships of Technique
Interest in the supervision of student teachers has a long and full history, and for the
most part it can be seen to be dominated by supervising teachers (teachers of experi-
ence and expertise) instructing student teachers in the techniques of 'good' teaching.
Smith & Zantiotis (1988) have described this dominant view of the relationship
between the supervisor and the supervised as being situated within the 'discourse of
practicality'. Such discourse celebrates the imperative of the acts of teaching, teaching
knowledge, skills and attitudes that are constructed and transmitted within the class-
room and school environment. It is a discourse that casts the supervising teacher in the
role of master and the student teacher as apprentice, with the supervisory relationship
geared towards equipping student teachers with the techniques to put them more
completely in control of the classroom.
Quite apart from the technical aspect of this view of the nature of student supervi-
sion, the master/apprentice model is also concerned with inducting or socialising the
student teacher into the existing teaching profession or into a given set of teacher
understandings and relationships. Here the supervisory relationship operates to present
the current constraints on teaching as a framework within which to creatively work.
Zeichner & Gore (1990) have suggested that many of these images of what constitutes
a teacher, learner and knowledge are communicated subtly through the hidden curricu-
lum, understandings which are regarded as natural and which are rarely questioned or
discussed.
Many supervising teachers and student teachers are comfortable with the primacy
within supervision of the technical considerations of teaching. Such supervising teach-
ers act on the premises that if student teachers first learn the basics they will then be
able to survive the immediate concerns of teaching and once having 'found their feet'
will have time to more fully contemplate the environment within which they work. In
this case the basics not only refer to the understanding of techniques for delivering the
curriculum and managing students, but also involve an understanding of the organisa-
tional constraints of schooling. Given the time restrictions involved with supervising
student teachers, supervisors often see their task as one of establishing these basics.
From the student teachers' perspective the direction of their learning about teaching
practice is best left predominantly in the hands of those more experienced than
themselves. Their major task is to learn from the experiences and opportunities
presented and to demonstrate the depth of their learning through their performances in
the teaching role. At the same time, however, many student teachers are predisposed to
supervision that enables their development of skills within the classroom.
There are, of course, several criticisms of such an approach to student supervision
which the relevant literature has dealt with in some detail (see, for example, Stones,
1984; Zeichner, 1986). First, while imitation allows student teachers to 'teach' early in
their school experiences, such imitation may be of poor teaching practice. Imitation in
itself, is, therefore, of little help in discerning the worth of different teaching practices,
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apart from the understandings gained experientially, which might be distorted through
circumstance. A second and related issue is that good teaching practice, and its
antithesis, are subjectively defined and are necessarily related to values and purposes.
Imitation of technique which is separated from its purpose might render the technique
ineffective or even harmful when employed by a student teacher with different purposes
and values. Thirdly, even excellent teachers, however defined, rarely excel in all areas
and therefore student teachers might never encounter certain aspects of good teaching.
Finally, the notion that student teachers, particularly 'weaker' ones, need the initial
platform of technical procedures on which to build the higher-level task of understand-
ing the contexts in which they teach is difficult to sustain, even if it is the strategy
preferred by supervising teachers and student teachers. As Boydell (1986, p. 120)
notes, such consumer-based approaches rest on the 'unproved assumption that current
concerns [of student teachers] must be resolved before more mature ones can emerge'.
The insight of sociologists into the nature of language is important here in alerting us
to the location of teaching and the supervision of student teachers within a broader
social context, with distinctive features which should not be removed from the purposes
to which they are put. For example, the argument for whole language, where the
technical aspects of language are taught in context, is comparable to the argument for
whole supervision.
There is a further problem with a technically orientated supervision of student
teachers in that it involves preparation for a particular situational and cultural context.
The case has already been argued that the context of teaching and schooling is rapidly
changing. 'A training that simply fits new teachers for what schools are actually doing
confirms the status quo' (Crittenden, 1993). Indeed, schools are changing so rapidly
that student teachers may only be equipped for the schools of yesterday by the time they
have finished their technical training if they are simply trained for the school context of
the here and now.
In these respects, then, the master/apprentice model of student-teacher supervision
is, in our view, inadequate. Any alternative needs to enable student teachers, and
supervising teachers, to make links between everyday teaching practice and the complex
issues of school and society.
Relationships of Enquiry
One such alternative that we find particularly palatable combines an interest in
technique with reflection on the broader influences and consequences of teaching
practice. This model of student-teacher supervision is concerned with more than just
building reflection on to a basic platform, since it views critical reflective practice as
central to the development of die student teacher. In this regard, problems of technique
are considered not in isolation but within the broader social and cultural context in
which they occur.
An emphasis on efficiency and effectiveness in teaching skills (as in the master/
apprenticeship model) is based on a technicist perspective. Technical rationality,
derived from positivist philosophy, holds that practitioners are instrumental problem
solvers who select the technical means that are best suited to particular problems. But
educational practice in schools is problematic in several ways which limit the appli-
cation of such technical rationality. Schon (1987) has identified three indeterminate
zones of practice—uncertainty, uniqueness and value conflict. It is diese indeterminate
zones of practice which critical observers of the professions have come to regard as
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being central to professional practice: 'the most important areas of professional practice
now lie beyond the conventional boundaries of professional competence' (Schon, 1987,
p. 7).
One alternative is derived from a constructivist view which acknowledges that each
individual is involved in a process of constructing their own theoretical framework on
the basis of personal experience and encounters. Such an approach involves perceiving
the teacher as a critically reflective practitioner, and it stresses teachers articulating,
sharing, criticising and reviewing their practices and pedagogical knowledge. It is a view
that sees the teacher as a professional, and not merely a technician. As Knight et al.
assert:
The point is not to ... deny the importance of skills formation. It is to
recognise that competence and skills cannot be separated from values, and
also to assert the importance of the conceptual and theoretical frameworks
which inform and infuse practice. (1993, p. 4)
The notion of reflection has been well documented (see, for example, Dewey, 1933;
Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1982; Zeichner, 1986; Schon, 1987; Zeichner et al., 1988).
Recently, there has been a resurgence of interest among teacher educators in how to
facilitate the development of reflectivity in preservice teachers (Calderhead, 1989;
Bransgrove et al., 1992; Crebbin, 1992; Dobbins, 1996). The concept of reflection is
also endorsed in the 1990 School's Council report, Australia's Teachers: an agenda for
the next decade, which suggests that 'the approach to teacher education to date has been
too narrow and restrictive and in a number of cases, not closely related to reflective
thinking about the practice of teaching' (1990, p. 88).
A difficulty arises, however, in defining exactly what is meant by reflection, given the
range of opinion in the literature about what reflection is and what it should look like
in action. Sparkes-Langer & Colton suggest that most would agree that 'the opposite of
reflective action is the mindless following of unexamined practices or principles' (1991,
p. 37). This is similar to Dewey's (1933) distinction between 'routine action' and
'reflective action', the former being associated with the crafts or with technicians and
the latter with professional practitioners. Gore & Zeichner have illuminated this
distinction further by distinguishing four different traditions or conceptions of
reflection:
...(a) an academic version that stresses the representation and translation of
subject matter knowledge to promote student understanding ... (b) a social
efficiency version that emphasises the thoughtful application of particular
teaching strategies that have been suggested by research on teaching ... (c) a
developmental version that prioritises teaching that is sensitive to student
interests, thinking and patterns of developmental growth ... and (d) a social
reconstructionist version that stresses reflection about the social and political
context of schooling and the assessment of classroom actions for their ability
to contribute towards greater equity, social justice and humane conditions in
schooling and society. (1991, p. 121)
It is particularly the final notion, which we distinguish as critical reflection, that is
characteristic of the sort of reflection that we propose should be pivotal in the
development of professional teachers. Van Manen (1977) characterises critical
reflection as involving the consideration of the principles and consequences of teaching,
as well as political, economic, moral and ethical contexts. Both teaching and its
surrounding contexts are viewed as problematic; ambiguity and tension are accepted as
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inevitable. It is by coming to terms with such contexts and their impact on the practice
of teaching that practitioners can appreciate the significance and meaning of action, and
are able to reconstruct their practice from a critical perspective. Hence, reflective
professionals by definition assess the origins, purposes and consequences of their work
at all levels. Educational and moral criteria are stressed above mechanistic, rationalist
approaches.
Another characteristic of professionals is their commitment to the integration of
theory and practice, yet both student teachers and classroom teachers often imply that
the practical is relevant, useful and intrinsically valuable while the theoretical is distant,
irrelevant and inaccessible. Such an analysis epitomises the perceived dichotomy
between theory and practice. However, a teacher's theory is evident in the framework
of beliefs, understandings, values and assumptions under which s/he operates; it is the
thoughtfulness that gives meaning and direction to experience. In this sense, all action
is necessarily theoretical.
This does not mean that the classroom teacher's theory is based exclusively on
pragmatics; classroom praxis is informed practice with a sound theoretical base.
Similarly, valid theory is based on and informed by action. 'Practice, void of reasons for
implementation, divorced from theorising, lacks meaning. Theory that lacks the rigour
of trial and tries to exist apart from its practice, lacks significance' (Kemmis, 1990).
Reflection helps overcome some of the dilemmas associated with the theory/practice
dichotomy. In our view theory needs to be concerned with understanding practice,
seeking underlying patterns and proposing tentative explanations to inform and im-
prove future practice.
Smyth (1991), in presenting his case for teacher collegiality, suggests that pro-
fessional development should not be restricted to teachers reflecting individually on
their teaching, but ought to have a collective and collaborative dimension. Reflection,
rather than being a solitary activity, becomes a collegial process of exposing and
highlighting contradictions in teaching and reconstructing experiences to develop
sound praxis.
If teachers are to adopt such strategies in their professional lives, it seems appropriate
that student teachers should be involved in these processes during their teacher
preparation. Such activities involve a significant degree of risk taking. Therefore,
student teachers need a supportive social context for their development as committed
educators, a context which values reflection and enquiry, rejects the notion of
educational and social contexts as being given, and encourages critical dialogue be-
tween professionals. Zeichner et al. have alerted us to the nature of this ambitious
project:
In contrast to the traditional-craft orientation, the inquiry-orientated approach
attempts to develop in student teachers habits of active, persistent and careful
examination of educational beliefs and practices ... the reflective teacher [is]
a person who assesses the origins and consequences of his/her educational
work according to three kinds of criteria (technical, practical and critical).
Student teachers are encouraged to reflect and examine the most effective and
efficient means, to question the underlying assumptions embedded in educa-
tional practices, and to deliberate over the ethical aspects of teaching and
educational institutions. (Zeichner et al, 1988, p. 353)
An enquiry-orientated approach does not devalue the voice of the experienced prac-
titioner. Dewey (1966) has suggested that there is still a place for relationships between
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the experienced practitioner and the novice, but that much professional knowledge
cannot be taught. However, he maintains that students can be helped with the right
kind of telling 'to see on their own behalf and in their own way, what they need most
to see' (Dewey, 1966, p. 151). Such an approach is predicated upon constructivist
notions of emerging professionals constructing their own knowledge in and about
practice.
Relationships Characterised by Discourse
It has been argued by a number of linguistics theorists (notably Vygotsky, 1962)
that the ability for fluent speech underlies all learning. Words play a crucial role not
only in concept development but also in enquiring, planning and problem solving.
People use the spoken word to frame. thinking and to guide actions. It may be
argued that thought has a fundamental reality without words, but it is also certainly true
that much of a person's ability to 'come to terms' with the world is dependent on an
ability to think through and around a subject in words. As Vygotsky put it, 'thought
is not merely expressed in words, it comes into existence through them' (1962, p.
122).
There is also an argument that, in some sense, we do not have true ownership of our
interaction with sensory experience without having given expression to that experience.
It is partly in the act of verbalisation that we make sense of experience: 'Talk can
convert knowledge into understanding' (Norman, 1992). The processes of thinking and
talking are similarly about meaning making. Smith (1971) has assumed that every
human builds out of personal experience, a cognitive structure—or a 'theory of the
world in the head'. This theory, or personal notion of the world comes about when a
person attempts to make sense of the world or to alter their existing theory structure to
accommodate new understandings.
As Britton (1973, p. 19) has noted, 'language is one way of representing experience
... we habitually use language to go back over events and interpret them, make sense
of them in a way we were unable to while they were taking place'. In other words,
language is a tool which facilitates interpretation and helps update an individual's
theory of the world. Giving expression to an idea helps make meanings more precise,
and, beyond this, the way we talk about an idea influences the way we recall it. The
kind of sense that a student teacher makes out of personal remembered experience will
be affected by the language that was part of that experience, the language that
happened before, during and after. If language is so pivotal to a person's learning
through experience, discourse should be at the very core of student teachers' experience
as they struggle to make sense of the world of schooling. The supervisory relationship
therefore needs to encourage talk to take place, particularly discourse which is ex-
ploratory, analytical and critical in its orientation.
Language makes a significant contribution to our going beyond the immediate and
the pragmatic, and therefore it contributes to our comprehension and learning, towards
our theory of the world, including what is, what is not, what could be and what could
hot be. It also gives expression to our views on what should be, and what should not
be. In fact, we would argue that language actually has the power to shape thinking, and •
does not simply reflect it. This, of course, is in part the rationale underlying the
elimination of sexist and racist terms from our language use. Whatever the exact nature
of the relationship, we cannot ignore the powerful links between language and thinking.
In all aspectS of human life, the interconnectedness of discourse and cognition persists.
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The Research Design
The research reported here was intended to provide insight into the nature of the
supervisory relationship and, in particular, the extent to which such supervision pro-
moted the professional development of the supervisor and the supervised. Further, it
was intended to gauge the relationship between the intent of supervising teachers and
that of student teachers, and their actual practices, informed by the belief that 'research
on supervision should be as much concerned with the meaning of supervisory behaviour
as with the occurrence of behaviour' (Zeichner & Tabachnick 1982, p. 37, emphasis in
the original).
Central Queensland University's (CQU's) preservice teaching degree, which pre-
pares students to be primary-school teachers, provided the site for this research.
Students enrolled in the course undertake a block fieldwork (school-based experience)
in most semesters, with the blocks ranging from two to four weeks. In addition, the
Faculty of Education staff, who deliver the theoretical content of the course to students,
value and actively encourage strong links with local school communities and, for the
most part, work to incorporate a strong practical element within their subjects. There
is a recognition of the relationship between theory and practice, and the notion of
critical reflection has been embraced, at least in the rhetoric of the academic staff.
Two prefieldwork interviews were conducted; the first involved three student teach-
ers (StTs), Sharyn, Natalie and Denise, in their third year of the course, and the second
involved their three prospective supervising teachers (SupTs), Sally, Marie and Josie.
Each semi-structured interview was of approximately one hour duration and was
informed by a similar set of guiding questions aimed at eliciting beliefs about the
supervision of student teachers. These were based on the interviews conducted by
Zeichner & Tabachnick (1982) on the examination of the belief systems of the
university supervisors of elementary student teachers. Two similar interviews were
conducted at the conclusion of the fieldwork. Again, these were directed at eliciting
beliefs about the supervision of student-teachers, and they provided an opportunity for
the interviewees to reflect on their most recent experiences within the supervisory
relationship.
Attempts to determine the beliefs of the research participants about student-teacher
supervision were supported by the journal records of the participants' individual
reflections over the course of the three-week-long fieldwork. Reflections were written at
the end of each week and the participants were encouraged to comment on their
observations, experiences, feelings, learnings, how these learnings related to prior
learnings, things that required change and how such change might be achieved.
Apart from researching the participants' intent, the research focused on the supervi-
sory conference as the major site of supervising-teacher and student-teacher behaviour,
because of the researchers' beliefs about the importance of language in the learning
process. In each of the three weeks a supervisory conference of at least fifteen minutes
duration was conducted (and recorded) between each pair of supervising teacher and
student teacher. These conferences were transcribed and analysed to determine the
nature of the discussions between the supervising teacher and the student teacher. Such
analysis, however, faced a number of initial hurdles to which we now turn.
Making Sense of the Data
As already noted, our initial intent was to analyse the nature of the language employed
within conferences between the supervising teacher and the student teacher in order to
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determine whether or not the relationship promoted the development of the student
teacher as a professional. We were already convinced of the potential value of discourse
analysis in enabling our understanding of such interactions (by authors such as Milroy,
1987; Wardhaugh, 1985), and we had also been alerted by Zeichner & Iiston (1985)
to the inadequacy of some approaches in assessing the quality of thinking exhibited by
such discourse. Zeichner & Liston's alternative categories of analysis offered us the
potential to distinguish between factual, prudential, justificatory and critical discourses
[1] as indicators of what kind of thinking occurred within supervisory relationships.
After Zeichner et al. (1988), we speculated that supervisory-conference discourse that
evidenced the factual and prudential was likely to be indicative of a master/apprentice
supervisory relationship, while justificatory and critical discourse was similarly rep-
resentative of a professional supervisory relationship.
Our problems in applying this form of analysis to our data began early in the research
as we grappled with what could be categorised as a 'thought unit'. It was possible, for
example, to categorise consecutive sections of the discourse as factual or prudential,
and yet when these sections were considered together the nature of the discussion
seemed to be justificatory or even critical. We had chosen to consider each conference
in its entirety, being able to do so because of the manageable size of our pilot study, and
so had avoided the need to choose ten minutes of discourse here and ten minutes there
for examination, which Fleet (1993, p. 3) regards as slicing the supervisory conference
into arbitrarily chosen pieces of discourse. However, a categorisation of the discourse
in the way suggested by Zeichner et al. (1988) seemed to slice the data up in a way
which lost other levels of meaning.
Further, it became apparent that the delineation between the four categories of
discourse was far from clear, despite the reassurances of others in the literature. Fleet
& Cambourne (1989), for example, believe that such delineation between categories is
possible, and certainly the results of Zeichner et al. (1988) which express categories of
discourse as a percentage of the whole also seem to support this view. Our problem,
however, was that some thought units could be categorised in more than one way; what
might be regarded as an indication of what is (prudential), could also be regarded as a
justification of actions (justificatory).
It seemed that even when we made the hard decisions concerning the determination
and categorising of thought units, the numerical results that we achieved were far from
illuminating. What does it mean, for example, if a supervisory conference does not
exhibit any form of justificatory or critical discourse? Can we assume that no
justificatory or critical thought occurred? We found it difficult to answer in the
affirmative. Similarly, if 1.6% of the discourse was categorised as being critical does that
indicate that 1.6% of the thinking was also critical? And is 1.6% of critical discourse
equivalent in some way to 1.6% of factual discourse? Indeed, even though we held
strongly to the view that a person's language was both an indicator and a constructor
of a person's thought processes, we began to question whether the analysis of such
discourse according to Zeichner & Liston's categories necessarily accounted for 'the
quality of thinking exhibited during the supervisory conferences' (1985, p. 160) as
claimed. Nor were we sure how to interpret the percentages of the conferences
attributed to each supervising teacher and student teacher. In every case the supervising
teacher did most of the talking, but again the relationship between this and the quality
and/or quantity of the thought processes involved was not conclusive.
Ignoring all these concerns led us easily, and uncomfortably, to conclude that the
interactions between these particular supervising teachers and student teachers were far
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from justificatory and/or critical and that the supervisory relationships concerned were
more technically orientated than professional. These conclusions, however, were not
easily supported by the pre-fieldwork and post-fieldwork interviews, nor by the
reflective journals kept by the individuals involved, which we had collected to address
concerns such as those raised by Fleet (1993, p. 3):
It would certainly enrich some discourse analysis studies to know what the
participants had thought they were saying (intended messages) or thought
they had heard (received messages), perceptions which may differ from the
interpretations of the transcripts by the researcher.
Such considerations eventually led us to abandon our initial intention to analyse the
data according to Zeichner & Liston's (1985) four categories of supervisory discourse
in favour of an analysis informed by concepts drawn from the literature broadly
reviewed above. The preliminary findings presented below, therefore, reflect the cen-
trality of critical reflection in the development of professionals, particularly as this
relates to the privileging of pragmatics in the theory/practice relationship and the
interaction between student and supervisor.
The Relationship between Theory and Practice
The comments of both student teachers and their supervisors during the supervisory
conferences, and also during the interviews, confirmed the perceived separation of
theory and practice associated with a master/apprentice model of teacher development.
Although there was an acknowledgment on the part of the supervising teachers that the
practicum should be an opportunity for students to apply theories that they had learnt
at university, there was no notion of developing or building such theories through
practice in a classroom situation. As for the students, their concern while on teaching
practice was exactly that—practice. Perhaps such a perceived dichotomy is not so
surprising given the two almost mutually exclusive sites of teacher education: the
university with its emphasis on the theoretical, and the school with its concern for
competent practice.
Indeed, the idea that there is a hierarchy of understandings with pragmatics as a base
received strong support from both student teachers and supervising teachers.
I think if you had that [sound technical skills] then you would get by as a
reasonable teacher, and if you had the first one together with the second one
[theoretical understanding], you'd be a good teacher. If you had all that and
could see links between the classroom and society, you'd be a great teacher.
But you could get by with just the mechanics ... You'd be pushing it, but
you'd get by ... I think there are a lot of teachers who are getting by. (SupT
Marie)
However, this was not an uncontested position:
I think your philosophy is where your theory comes from and your practical
comes from that ... it's a three tiered thing. (SupT Sally)
Yet, on the whole, the supervising teachers appeared to be concerned to make things
simple for their students rather than to make things problematic. Rather than confront
the philosophical inconsistencies in teaching, there was a tendency to make the students
comfortable, and to reduce problems to manageable concerns. This seemed to be done
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out of a genuine desire to help the student teacher cope with teaching. The aspect of
survival was a major consideration in the type of support offered.
If they don't have the technical skills that's going to hinder their understand-
ing—they can still have the understanding but I just think the technical skills
are necessary and it could sort of bring them back ... I think the second one
[understanding teaching and learning] is important but the first one [the
technical skills] is definitely important. (SupT Marie)
You need to crawl before you can walk. (SupT Sally)
And the concern for pragmatics was ever present:
It's just impossible because it's just not practical ... They've got to be aware
of the practicalities, that's for sure. (SupT Josie)
Perhaps it is because of the very nature of teaching that theory seems to take a back seat
to practice, yet in order to theorise teachers must start with practice. There was no clear
consensus on this theory/practice dichotomy, but clearly the critical considerations of
schooling and society were not a major concern to these supervising teachers:
'How well can student teachers see the links between the classroom and
society'—you don't really think about it, do you? (SupT Marie)
No. (SupT Sally)
What do you think that means? (SupT Josie)
Well, it's a bit wishy washy, isn't it. It's a bit abstract. I don't know. I've
probably never spoken about that with a student teacher. (SupT Sally)
The Supervisory Relationship
The relationships established during this research project were for the most part
extremely positive and were often described by students in terms of autonomy, respect
and honesty. Such ease was not surprising given that we had deliberately selected for
the study student teachers and supervising teachers who had experienced few previous
fieldwork problems. Further, both the student teachers and their supervising teachers
approached the fieldwork (and the research) voluntarily and enthusiastically. Interest-
ingly, the issue of the student/supervisor relationship tended to be a one-sided concern.
That is, although the student teachers seemed, as a matter of course, to be concerned
about the relationship established with their supervisor, each of the supervising teachers
commented that this was the first time they had focused consciously on the supervisory
relationship. Having done so, all the supervisors referred to the value of this and stated
that they intended to attend to this aspect more explicitly with future students. It would
seem that explicit attention paid to the supervisory relationship by both the student
teacher and the supervising teacher worked only to improve the nature of the relation-
ship and the resulting discourse and reflection. This, we felt, was one of the encourag-
ing intervention^ aspects of the study.
More specifically, such relationships provided a forum for a reciprocal approach to
learning. That is, student teachers were not alone in being involved in a process of
learning, their supervisors were also included. The latter, however, still tended to
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acknowledge this more at the level of practice referring to the advantages of learning
techniques and strategies obtained from their student teachers:
They stimulate us too. It's not only us helping them. They're helping us with
all their new fresh ideas and their enthusiasm and all the rest of it. So it's
important to listen to them as much as they listen to us. (SupT Josie)
How many times have you watched a student and you thought 'that's a really
good idea, thank you. I'll put that one down for future reference'. (SupT
Marie)
The student teachers also recognised and valued such evidence of the reciprocity of the
relationship and took the teacher's adoption of their ideas as an indication of respect.
Teachers also spoke positively of the opportunity provided through the fieldwork to
contemplate their own practices within their classrooms. Unfortunately, the oppor-
tunity was not often seized to discuss such insights with students. This seems regret-
table as these opportunities would have provided occasions for the supervising teacher
to model processes of critical reflection.
Time restraints were of concern to both the supervising teachers and the student
teachers and all referred to the difficulty in finding uninterrupted time to conduct
conferences. It could be concluded that the availability of specifically allocated time for
conferences may promote more reflective dialogue, but this could just as easily lead to
more dialogue devoid of reflection. What would be required is a willingness on the part
of supervising teachers to expose their own beliefs and practices to public scrutiny, and,
further, a recognition that this is a valuable exercise not only for themselves but also for
their student teachers. Frustration was expressed by one supervising teacher:
Our discussion was a little longer, but it hasn't yet touched on my teaching.
It is more a reflection on how Denise has taught. I think this is partly because
Denise is very accepting of what I do ... but we're not really confronting any
issues in education. (SupT Marie)
In all of the transcripted conferences, the practice of the student was almost exclusively
the subject for criticism. Again, this was perhaps an indication of the overriding concern
for survival and coping with the system—the hidden curriculum of the fieldwork.
Finally, one of the most commonly recurring themes in the transcripts was the topic
of professionalism. Students were commended for their professional appearance, prep-
aration, attitude and commitment. The student teachers, too, were pleased with the
'professional relationship' established with their supervisor. While great value was
placed on this notion of being professional, it was clear that the student teachers in
particular used the term somewhat loosely, as a synonym for being dedicated, commit-
ted, sincere or efficient. The idea of a professional as a critically reflective practitioner
constructing meanings and making decisions in a complex social and political context
was not in evidence in the dialogue. Indeed, as already stated, the concern was to make
practice simple rather than to acknowledge it as problematic and fraught with dilem-
mas.
Conclusion
The data collected in this study thus far, though limited in terms of the number of
students and teachers, has provided us with a wealth of information on the nature of the
supervisory relationship. The insights gleaned to date are only a starting point, and we
are far from 'theoretical saturation' (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) in our analysis. Much
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remains to contemplate and investigate. Still, as a pilot study, the present research has
identified and highlighted important issues in the practicum. Moreover, the tentative
nature of the conclusions about the supervisory relationships reported here has already
been alluded to, as have the difficulties encountered in using Zeichner & Liston's
(1985) categories of supervisory discourse to analyse the conferences which were the
focus of this study. Whilst these categories of discourse have, for the moment, been put
aside, the possibilities offered by such analysis warrants their further consideration.
For now, the examination of the data according to themes drawn broadly from the
literature has sought to determine whether the supervision of student teachers pro-
moted their development as professionals. Clear evidence of critical discourse, which
was regarded in the research as being an important indicator of professionalism, was
difficult to identify in most cases. However, it seems difficult to sustain the contention
from such a finding that critical reflection was also absent, particularly given the
supporting evidence of the beliefs of the individuals involved regarding the supervisory
relationship. Rather than convincing teachers of their need to reflect critically upon
their own practice, supervising teachers might recognise the importance of making
explicit their existing critical reflections in order to encourage student teachers to also
be critically reflective.
This may well entail supervising teachers sharing the problems of teaching with
student teachers rather than providing their resolutions to these problems. Teachers
encounter problems of practice daily, which, through reflection, are resolved to various
levels of satisfaction. Often these are problems that are informed by broader issues than
those from within the classroom itself. The problem of a child who does not stay on task
might involve an understanding of the child's social background or perhaps even the
social structures that are at work to place that child and its family in a particular
situation. At another level, reflection might also call into question the accepted way in
which teachers deliver knowledge to children in general.
Teachers are not unaware of these matters, although they may not always regard
them as being of primary importance. Critically reflective teachers, however, draw on
these issues more readily, taking into account the broader issues of teaching and
learning when constructing the meaning of the problems they face. Their resolutions to
these problems, however temporary, of course need to be applied to their immediate
practice, but they are not practices that are uninformed. If, however, supervising
teachers in their eflforts to be supportive of student teachers—perhaps based on their
belief that student teachers have enough to do concentrating on their practice without
justifying or being critical of that practice—deliver the solutions to problems without
helping the student teachers to construct the meaning behind and around such
problems, then problem solving can become an exercise of perfecting techniques which
are themselves devoid of much meaning.
It is our view that professional teachers reflect critically on their practice and the
environment in which they practice, in order to construct the meaning of the problems
that they face. Further, critically reflective teachers act on the basis of such understand-
ings, giving their actions more than just a technical meaning. We would suggest that the
development of professionalism in student teachers is encouraged within supervisory
relationships where teachers help student-teachers to fully explore the meanings associ-
ated with the problems of teaching practice. We concur with Yaxley (1993) that such
exploration is dependent on critically reflective conversations. Van Manen (1991) also
argues in favour of teachers discussing their experiences, advocating 'conversational
communities' of teachers in which this might occur.
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The supervisory conferences within this research appear at times more like interroga-
tions than conversations, with the supervising teacher predominantly asking questions
that the student teacher was required to answer. This might in part reflect the staged
nature of the conferences, performed for the benefit of an audiotape recorder. As one
student teacher suggested, 'it was really stifled because we knew that somebody else
would be listening to us ... we sort of put on a bit of a show' (StT Natalie). Given this
qualification, the conferences were none the less predominantly concerned with matters
of technique, particularly that of the student teachers, and largely separated from the
meaning behind their application.
Such observations themselves need to be considered within the broader influences on
supervisory discourse. The agenda for such discussion is not unaffected by the require-
ments of teacher educators who seek assessments of the student teacher's technical
expertise. Nor are these requirements unrelated to expectations placed on teacher
educators by employers and teacher-registration bodies. Current policies that promote
the practical above the theoretical also have an influence on the factors which are
regarded as being important in the discussions in supervisory conferences. As Boydell
suggests:
There is no guarantee that a supervisor with unlimited time, great sensitivity
to students' concerns, and immense pedagogical expertise would be able to
raise the intellectual level of supervision appreciably, given the need for
traditional types of assessment and the apprenticeship approach to teaching
practice. (1986, p. 118)
It is too easy to place the blame for the apparent lack of critical reflection within
supervisory relationships at the feet of student teachers and supervising teachers
themselves. Indeed, we have sought to make such a conclusion problematic. Rather, we
would suggest that the supervision of student teachers and their development as
professionals rests as much on the systems that are set in place and within which such
supervision occurs. Along with Zeichner et al. (1988, p. 359) we would argue that
'changes in the structural context of student teaching may be needed to alter the
character and quality of discourse in supervisory conferences'. Recent reconceptualisa-
tions of teacher education in Australia, including the introductions of internships, may
provide the opportunity for such adjustments to systems to be made.
Correspondence: T. Gale, Faculty of Education, Central Queensland University, Rock-
hampton Mail Centre 4702 Qld., Australia. Email: t.gale@cqu.edu.au
NOTE
[1] Zeichner & liston (1985) define their four categories of supervisory discourse as: factual discourses
that describe what was, what is and what will be; prudential discourses that provide suggestions
about what to do and/or evaluations of what has been done; justificatory discourses that offer
explanations or rationales for past, present and future actions; and critical discourses that assess the
adequacy or worth of rationales or underlying assumptions of teaching practice and/or curriculum
materials.
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